complaints about the pricing structure from researchers in Brazil and elsewhere. Four countries were surveyed: Poland, a major market in eastern Europe, was compared with its neighbour Germany; and Brazil, the largest Latin American market was matched against the United States. An individual scientist in each of the countries was asked to report on prices for 18 different commodities and instruments offered by local distributors for eight leading suppliers.
The survey revealed a few exceptions to the trend that scientists in poorer countries pay more. For example, a kilogram of sodium chloride from Promega in Madison, Wisconsin, cost slightly less in Brazil than in the United States.But overall,prices were higher in Poland than in Germany for 16 out of 18 products; and 11 out of the 12 products for which prices were obtained in the Americas were cheaper in the United States than in Brazil.
According to Maciej Nalecz, a molecular biologist who used to run a lab for the Nencki Institute of Experimental Biology in Warsaw and is now head of basic research at the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in Paris, prices are It is a badly kept secret that many scientists bring in supplies themselves from the West. "I know many good Polish scientists who always return from the United States with suitcases full of supplies and scientific devices," says Potempa. "I take things from there myself, every time I travel."
Researchers in eight eastern European countries can look forward to some price relief when they join the European Union (EU) on 1 May.After then,they can complain to the European Commission if they are restricted from shopping around other EU countries to get the best price.
For the rest of the world,there is little relief in sight. The situation continues to frustrate researchers. Stevens Rehen, a neuroscientist with positions at both the Scripps Research Institute at La Jolla,California,and the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, for example, would like to set up a new lab in Brazil. But with pricing as it stands, he says, "it is almost impossible to establish research in Brazil". ■ Full results of the survey are at ➧ www.nature.com/nature/pricesurvey
